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DELAY TECHNIQUE IN E-MAIL FILTERING
SYSTEM

CROSS-REFERENCE TO RELATED
APPLICATION(S)

This application is a continuation of U.S. application Ser.
No. 10/915,216, filed Aug. 9, 2004, which is itself a continu-
ation of U.S. application Ser. No. 10/667,488, filed Sep. 22,
2003, now abandoned.

BACKGROUND

1. Field of the Invention

The present invention relates to communication systems,
and more particularly to electronic message delivery.

2. Description of the Related Art

Receiving unwanted electronic messages, such as e-mail
messages, wastes time and valuable resources. Electronic
message communication has become a prevalent, and per-
haps preferred, method of communication in today’s world.
Such communication is apparent in most aspects of daily life
including workplace, home, and travel. At the workplace, the
messages may arrive from clients, partners, customers, or
other employees. Additionally, unwanted messages com-
monly known as “SPAM” are received by users. The circum-
stances are similar for the home user where both wanted and
unwanted SPAM messages are received. Reviewing the
SPAM messages consumes time, which may be highly valu-
able in the case of workplace time, and may also undermine
the user’s capacity to receive other, desirable, messages. In
addition, when the flow of unwanted messages is large, it also
impact the computer infrastructure (bandwidth, storage,
CPU). Additionally, the email infrastructure has become a
very common way to spread viruses and the trend has been
that some of the most recent viruses spread very rapidly and
there is often a window of time of several hours during which
anti-virus products are not capable of detecting a new virus
yet. Accordingly, there is a need for a method for controlling
and reducing the number of harmful data, such as SPAM
messages or virus-carrying messages, received by users asso-
ciated with a store and forward protocol relay.

SUMMARY

Accordingly, the present invention provides a store and
forward relay that delays the delivery of data to user stations
or the next relay in the transmission path. The delivery delay
is triggered by reference to a delay policy of the store and
forward relay. The delayed data packages are maintained in a
quarantine storage area until a policy is applied to the data
packages. The application of the policy to the delayed data
packages is determined by reference to a delay processing
module. A data package may be returned to the quarantine
area after application of the policy. The delaying and applying
a policy to the package may be repeated several times until
either the data package is properly characterized or it is deter-
mined that further delaying the data package is not accept-
able.

In one embodiment, the invention provides a method for
controlling transmission of messages in a data communica-
tion network where each message is associated with a mes-
sage source. The method includes providing a store and for-
ward relay, which is associated with a plurality of recipients
receiving messages. The relay receives a message intended
for a recipient associated with the e-mail network. the relay
applies a first filtering policy to the message. The relay then
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2

delays the delivery of the message in response to at least one
predetermined result of applying the first filtering policy. The
relay applies a second filtering policy to the message after a
delay period. Finally, the relay delivers the message in
response to at least one predetermined result of applying the
second filtering policy.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

FIG. 1 illustrates a network arrangement, which includes a
e-mail relay, in accordance with the invention;

FIG. 2 is a flow diagram illustrating the general operation
of a store and forward relay of the invention;

FIG. 3 illustrates a method for applying a SPAM policy in
the method illustrated in FIG. 2; and

FIG. 4 illustrates a method updating policy date relating to
SPAM messages to form the SPAM policy database of FIG. 1.

The present invention may be better understood, and its
numerous objects, features, and advantages made apparent to
those skilled in the art by referencing the accompanying
drawings.

The use of the same reference symbols in different draw-
ings indicates similar or identical items.

DESCRIPTION OF THE PREFERRED
EMBODIMENT(S)

The present invention is discussed by reference to figures
illustrating the structure and operation of an exemplary sys-
tem. First, the logical structure of a network arrangement
according to the invention is described. The general operation
of a store and forward relay of the invention is illustrated by
reference to a flow diagram. Next, the operation of the e-mail
relay of the network arrangement is discussed by reference to
flow diagrams. Finally, the specific operation of the e-mail
relay in comparing and collecting known SPAM messages is
discussed by reference to corresponding flow diagrams.

In one embodiment, the invention is applicable to an e-mail
relay that stores and forwards e-mail messages to users asso-
ciated with an enterprise. The e-mail relay has a SPAM filter
policy that is applied to incoming messages. Messages that
are not deemed clearly SPAM or clearly clean are delayed and
placed in a detention area. The SPAM filter policy is periodi-
cally updated with data or code which enhances its ability to
detect SPAM messages, which may arrive at the enterprise.
The delayed messages are processed by the SPAM filter
policy at a later time so as to conclusively identify the nature
of'the message. This process may repeat several times until a
message character is clearly identified to the satisfaction of
the e-mail relay, as configured by an administrator. Alterna-
tively, the administrator may set a maximum amount of time
in the quarantine area, after which time the message is again
processed by SPAM filter policy. Alternatively the adminis-
trator may set time windows relative to the time of the day
which affect the maximum delay of a messages: for instance
a 6 hours delay may be acceptable at night but only a 1 hour
delay during business hours. As may be appreciated, the
delaying of processing questionable messages allows the
e-mail relay to more accurately characterize the message,
especially when sharing SPAM filter data with other e-mail
relays of a similar nature. In yet another embodiment, the
delay may allow for the downloading of updated data used by
the SPAM filter policy or by the virus filter policy.

The present invention is particularly suitable for applica-
tion to a store and forward type protocol since such protocol
includes a provision for delays along the delivery path.
Hence, there is already an expectation of some delay in the
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delivery of data from the sender to any potential recipient.
Accordingly, a system in accordance with the invention takes
advantage ofthe expectation for delay to enhance its ability to
detect harmful data attacks which are delivered over the store
and forward protocol. Examples of such protocols are proto-
cols used for email delivery. The most pervasive and common
is the SMTP protocol, which is broadly used on the internet.

With a store and forward protocol, such as the above men-
tioned SMTP protocol, a delivery is moved from its origin to
its destination by going through one or more intermediate
nodes. In the case of email deliveries, the network nodes
associated with receiving a data package and passing it to
another intermediate node or to the final destination are often
referred to as “email relays” or “mail transfer agents”
(MTAs). These nodes are logical entities on the network,
which in reality may comprise a single computer or a set of
several computers acting logically as a single store-and-for-
ward node. Some of the nodes may act as the final node in
addition to acting as an intermediate node when the node
further includes the ability to deliver incoming messages to a
set of users that are associated with the node. This delivery
can be accomplished by several methods. For example, in a
Unix system, the MTA simply stores the messages in a mail
folder corresponding the recipient user. In other systems, the
MTA stores the messages in a special storage area and makes
the messages available to recipient users by employing an
access service, such as that provided by the Post Office Pro-
tocol (“POP”) or by the Internet Message Access Protocol
(“IMAP”). Other systems, such as a MICROSOFT
EXCHANGE server, may use proprietary methods to make
the incoming messages available to the recipient users. The
present invention is applicable to all MTAs regardless of
whether they are configured as a final node or an intermediate
node since the pure relaying functions are logically separate
from the final step of delivering incoming messages to recipi-
ent users.

The intermediate nodes, MTA in the case of email, are
preferably part of a network which may be private, semi
private, public, or a mixed. A particular and important case is
of the Internet. In the context of the Internet, the MTAs may
be located at Internet Services Providers (ISP), at the edge of
enterprises, or inside enterprises. The present invention is
particularly effective when the MTA operating in accordance
with the invention is located at the edge between the internet
and a private network.

To facilitate control and security functions, MTAs are con-
figured to implement routines that control traffic beyond the
minimal requirements of the supported protocol. This MTA
functionality can be described as a set of one or more actions
associated with one or more conditions in the form of <con-
dition(s), associated action(s)>, <condition(s), associated
action(s)>, and so forth. This abstraction is sometimes
referred to as a set of “filter policies”. It should be appreciated
that the term “filter” in this context is not limit to actions of
blocking messages but s also applicable to annotation actions
such as tagging a message with an identifier. Different imple-
mentations may have different representations of these poli-
cies and different levels of flexibility in term of the conditions
and actions available to the policies and how policies interre-
late. While the present application refers to an application of
a “policy,” the applicable functionality is also referred to as a
“configuration,” “rules,” “triggers,” and “filters.”

One example of an MTA that imposes a policy to control
message delivery to user accounts is an email relay capable of
being positioned to intercept and process messages flowing
into an email network. Such an email relay is described in
U.S. Pat. No. 6,609,196. As an example, the system described
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in U.S. Pat. No. 6,609,196 can be effectively used to control
the flow of SPAM messages by applying policies adapted to
detect that a message is indeed SPAM. The e-mail relay is
further configured to update the policies it applies to mes-
sages, for example when a new virus is discovered. These
updates provide enhanced message processing capabilities,
especially with SPAM detection, where attributes associated
with SPAM messages are consistent for a large group of
messages, transmitted to multiple recipients. However, it has
been observed that often times the policy updates are too late,
arriving subsequent to the e-mail relay already receiving the
subject SPAM messages. Hence, the present invention pro-
vides a configuration and method for increasing the effective-
ness of updates by introducing a delay processing policy
which can be implemented by such an e-mail relay. The
ability to more accurately identify harmful data packages is
possible by combining the policy engine with an update ser-
vice which provides policy data to the policy engine, e.g.,
recent information about email threats for a e-mail relay. In
some embodiments, the update service may also provide code
modules in addition to data to update the policy engine.

The update service is preferably facilitated by operation of
an update module, which may already be provided by the
MTA for the purpose of updating policy data. The update
module advantageously receives either program data or
executable code updates from a related or a third party. For
example, a virus policy application of the MTA typically
receives updates relating to new virus threats. Updates are
also already part of some anti-SPAM policy MTAs, which
receive updates as to the form of detected SPAM messages.

The update module updates relevant policy data or code,
which is employed by the MTA to identify harmful messages.
The form and timing of such updating is preferably deter-
mined by reference to the particular policy enforcement and
organization associated with the MTA. Some of the relevant
configuration options include deciding which party is autho-
rized to modify policies (administrator or user) and what will
be the scope of policies (global to the MTA or associated with
a specific group of users).

The structure of a network, which is suitable for employing
the teaching of the present invention, will now be discussed
with reference to FIG. 1. Although the discussion refers to an
email relay for filtering email messages, the discussion is
applicable to general MTAs implementing some kind of
policy with respect to received data. The discussion below
refers to the protected network resources as part of an enter-
prise; however, protected resources of the invention addition-
ally include other types of organizations and network
resources such as Internet service providers and correspond-
ing subscribers as well as an Internet webmail site servicing
user accounts.

The illustrated network arrangement of FIG. 1 includes
user stations 34, 36, an e-mail server 40, a public network 44,
and an email relay 46 of the invention. The user stations 34,
36, and the e-mail server 40 are coupled together by a network
such as a Local Area Network (LAN). The network is used to
internally couple enterprise resources in a generally trusted
manner since the network is preferably separated from the
external, or public, network 44 by an access firewall (not
shown). The access firewall is discussed only for purposes of
explanation and is not required for operation of embodiments
employing the principles of the present invention. The public
network 44 is preferably a Wide Area Network (WAN) such
as the Internet. The public network 44 facilitates communi-
cation of e-mail messages to the local network.

The e-mail relay 46 is preferably interposed behind the
common access firewall, on the “safe side” of the access
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firewall. The e-mail relay 46 advantageously takes a form as
described in further detail herein to filter e-mail messages
received from outside the protected enterprise. Preferably, the
e-mail relay 46 takes the form of a program executing on a
conventional general purpose computer. In one embodiment,
the computer executes the Windows NT or Windows 2000
operating systems available from Microsoft Corp., of Red-
mond, Wash. In other embodiments, the computer executes a
Unix operating system such as Solaris from Sun Microsys-
tems, of Mountain View, Calif. In some embodiments, the
e-mail relay 46 includes processes and data distributed across
several computer systems, which are logically operating as a
single e-mail relay in accordance with the invention.
Although the e-mail relay 46 is shown as operating on e-mail
messages between an internal site and an external site, the
e-mail relay 46 may also be used to filter e-mail messages
between two internal sites. Furthermore, the e-mail relay 46
can be used to filter outgoing messages, such as those, for
example, from a hacker employing the enterprise resources to
transmit SPAM messages. In other embodiments, the enter-
prise may have several instances of e-mail relay 46 for redun-
dancy or geographic distribution.

The email relay 46 is coupled to one or more e-mail server
40 associated with the enterprise 32. The e-mail server 40
preferably facilitates processing of e-mail messages by local
user stations 34, 36. In one embodiment, the e-mail server 40
is configured as a Simple Mail Transfer Protocol (SMTP)
server. As may be appreciated, the e-mail server 40 is only one
of'the resources provided by the enterprise 32. The enterprise
32 usually includes various resources to facilitate communi-
cation, administration, and other business tasks. In other
embodiments, e-mail relay 46 is associated with at least one
intermediate internal email relay.

The e-mail relay 46 has available a SPAM policy database
37 and a message store database 38, which is typically used to
store e-mail messages while in transit. As is known, the e-mail
relay 46 is associated with other data storage modules (not
shown) for facilitating proper operation of various aspects of
the e-mail relay. In other embodiments, the e-mail relay 46
includes an anti virus policy database (not shown).

A second e-mail relay 36 is coupled to the public network
44. The second e-mail relay 36 is associated with a second
enterprise 33, including a local e-mail server 35. The structure
and operation of the second e-mail relay 36 and the second
local network are preferably similar to that of corresponding
elements in the first local network.

Unknown sender systems 28, 29 are coupled to the public
network 44 to transmit e-mail messages to recipients associ-
ated with the enterprise 32. Such systems are preferably com-
puter systems associated with each such respective entity. As
may be appreciated, some of the systems 28, 29 are composed
of various combinations of resources and configuration dif-
ferent from those employed in the illustrated enterprise 32, as
is known in the art. Furthermore, the systems 28, 29 may
employ various protocols to communicate with respective
local stations.

The user stations 34, 36 are preferably user terminals,
which are configured to facilitate business processes related
to the enterprise’s operation. In one embodiment, the user
stations 34, 36 are computer systems at employee offices. The
user stations 34, 36 are preferably coupled to the e-mail server
40 over the local area network to access e-mail applications.
In other embodiments, the user stations 34, 36 are facilitated
by Personal Data Assistant (PDA) devices or mobile tele-
phone units employing a wireless connection to the email
server 40.
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The e-mail server 40 facilitates the transmission of e-mail
messages between user stations 34, 36 and external systems.
E-mail messages intended for recipients within the enterprise
are processed by the e-mail server 40 and are forwarded to the
recipients by way of the local network. E-mail messages
intended for recipients outside the enterprise are processed by
the e-mail server 40 and are transmitted over a communica-
tion link between the e-mail server and the public network 44.
The public network 44 proceeds by facilitating delivery ofthe
messages to the various intended recipients.

The e-mail relay 46 operates to filter incoming e-mail
messages so as to reduce the number of SPAM messages
received by the enterprise 32. In operation, local users are the
target of communication from various entities coupled to the
public network 44. In one embodiment, at least part of such
communication is intercepted by the e-mail relay 46. For
example, an outside sender of an e-mail message composes a
message and transmits the message over the public network
44 to the enterprise. The email relay 46 intercepts the e-mail
message instead of allowing it to proceed to the e-mail server
40, as is known in the art of store and forward protocol, such
as SMTP. The e-mail relay 46 determines whether to reject,
accept, or delay forwarding the message to the e-mail server
40 after some inspection. In another embodiment, the policy
manager combines the evaluations using a statistical or
probabilistic formula or a Bayesian statistical analysis to
determine the action to take.

The delay processing action, which causes the email relay
to defer processing of an email message depends on a com-
bination of policy conditions associated with the email relay.
One conditions which may affect the decision to defer inspec-
tion of an email message, or any data package in general, is
the time of reception, e.g., whether the message is received
out of business hours when there is no drawback in deferring
delivery until the next business day. Another condition relates
to the likelihood that the message is SPAM, when the likeli-
hood that a message is SPAM is moderate (as discussed
below), the message is delayed for future processing instead
of automatically discarded, in the case of a zealous policy.
Another important condition relates to the likelihood that the
message is a virus such as, for example, by detecting the
presence of suspicious executable attachments.

As discussed above, the messages put in the detention area
for delayed processing are examined again by the policy
manager sometime after the previous examination. The event
which triggers the subsequent examination is determined by
reference to the particular data packages that are the subject of
the policy as well as the nature of the protected users. One
example event, which triggers the subsequent examination is
the fact that the update service has downloaded new data or
code to update the policy applied by the MTA. Another
example event is that the message has been detained for a
predetermined time or that the current time has passed a
threshold (such as the start of business day).

Preferably, the actions taken by the policy manager illus-
trated in FIG. 1 include deliver normally, return to sender,
copy to one or more new recipient, blind copy to one or more
new recipient, forward to one or more new recipients, delete,
delay delivery and store in an area for future review by an
administrator, delay delivery and store in an area for future
review by an external user, delay delivery and store in an area
for future review by one or more of the recipient, save a copy,
or store in the detention area.

An example method used to determine which action is
applicable to a message in the illustrated email relay is dis-
cussed further below. If the determination is to accept the
message, the e-mail server 40 refers to the destination field of
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the message to identify the local recipient. The message is
then transmitted to a user station associated with the local
recipient. In another embodiment, the e-mail server 40 trans-
mits the message to the user station only after the user
requests the message. For example, e-mail servers executing
the Post Office Protocol version 3 (POP3) or IMAP operate in
this manner when receiving messages for associated users.

FIG. 2 illustrates a method employed by an e-mail relay 46
employing automatic delay processing for all incoming mes-
sages which is operating as part of the network arrangement
of FIG. 1. The e-mail relay 46 is generally adapted to filter
e-mail received into the enterprise 32 by applying at least one
policy to incoming messages. Particularly, the e-mail relay 46
compares attributes of received e-mail messages to attributes
typical to SPAM messages. The attributes are employed by
the policy to determine whether an e-mail message should be
allowed to flow to the e-mail server 40 or should be diverted
and subject to other action. Some of those actions, which the
e-mail relay 46 is adapted to execute, include: quarantine the
e-mail in the local message store database 38 for delayed
processing, reject the e-mail, and generate a special message
to the intended recipient indicating that the e-mail message
has been diverted. However, as discussed above, it is advan-
tageous to delay the processing of messages so as to reap the
benefits of an updated policy, or hindsight. An example
method for updating a SPAM database 37 is discussed below
with reference to FIG. 4.

Accordingly, the e-mail relay 46 operates to receive an
e-mail message (step 52). In one embodiment, the e-mail
relay extracts attribute data from the message, which is used
to generate a comparison between the intercepted e-mail and
e-mail message policy data in the SPAM policy database 37 to
determine whether the message should be rejected, accepted,
or delayed. In the illustrated embodiment, the delay process-
ing is applicable to all received messages.

Accordingly, the e-mail relay delays delivery and stores the
message in a detention storage area (step 54). The e-mail relay
determines whether it is time to process the message in the
detention area (Step 56). If it is not time to process the mes-
sage, the e-mail relay returns to the wait state (step 56). If it is
time to process the message, the e-mail relay compares the
message attributes with attribute data from the SPAM policy
database (Step 58). The determination of when to process
messages from the detention area is preferably by reference to
adelay processing module that monitors events relevant to the
determination. If the message comparison (discussed below)
provides a clean message determination, the e-mail relay
allows the message to proceed to the intended recipient or
recipients (Step 59). If the message is determined to be harm-
ful, such as a SPAM message, the e-mail relay blocks delivery
and adds the message attributes to the policy database (Step
60). In an alternate embodiment, the e-mail relay allows a
message to proceed along acommunication path to the recipi-
ent, despite a characterization of the message as harmful or
possibly harmful, while adding a special tag to the message so
as to share the characterization with a downstream compo-
nent which controls message delivery. In yet another embodi-
ment, the e-mail relay stores the message is a quarantine area,
which s accessible by the recipient for reviewing the message
content. In this embodiment, the e-mail relay preferably noti-
fies the recipient of such action, indicating that an intended
message has been moved to a quarantine area.

In one example embodiment, the e-mail relay compares
incoming messages to policy data to arrive at a comparison
score. In one embodiment, the comparison score can provide
one of three indications: SPAM, clean, and delay processing.
The three results are provided by setting a threshold range for
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the comparison score. The range is preferably defined by two
levels. The first level is a borderline threshold level and the
second level is a SPAM threshold level, which is preferably
higher than the borderline threshold level. In one embodi-
ment, the two threshold levels are configurable by an admin-
istrator so as to allow for adjusting SPAM filtering sensitivity.
When the comparison score is beyond the SPAM threshold
level, the result is a SPAM indication, i.e., the e-mail is likely
a SPAM message. SPAM messages are preferably blocked
and attributes are extracted so as to update data in the SPAM
policy database 37 (step 60).

In one embodiment, this extracted attribute data is shared
with other e-mail relays or with a third party service. When
the comparison is below the borderline threshold level, the
result is a clean indication, i.e., the e-mail is likely not a
SPAM message. Clean messages are preferably allowed to
proceed to the recipient or recipients (step 58). Finally, when
the comparison score is within the threshold range (higher
than the borderline threshold level but lower than the SPAM
threshold level), the result is a delay processing, i.e., a later
evaluation is required to determine whether the e-mail is a
SPAM message. Delay processing messages are preferably
quarantined in the Message Store database 38 and are subject
to subsequent examination in accordance with a schedule
provided by a delay processing manager module (Step 54). In
another embodiment, the examination of the message further
includes inquiring whether the message is likely to contain
malicious code or virus.

FIG. 3 illustrates an exemplary method for comparing
incoming e-mail attributes to attributes from SPAM policy
database 37 in an e-mail relay that is filtering e-mail mes-
sages. The e-mail relay 46 selects a comparison formula to
apply to the intercepted message (step 62). In one embodi-
ment, the comparison is selected based on predetermined
attributes of intercepted messages such as sender organiza-
tion, recipient group, and attachment type. The comparison is
preferably based on a set of evaluations, as discussed with
further detail below.

The intercepted message attribute data relevant to the first
evaluation in the comparison is extracted (step 64). The
attribute data is examined in accordance with the evaluation
(step 66). The evaluation result is added to a running com-
parison score according to the relative weight of the evalua-
tion (step 68). The email relay 46 determines whether the
comparison score has already exceeded the SPAM threshold
level (step 70). If the comparison score has already exceeded
the SPAM threshold level, the comparison operation reports
the message as SPAM. (step 72). If the comparison score has
not exceeded the SPAM threshold level, the e-mail relay 46
determines whether the evaluation is the last one in the com-
parison formula (step 74). If there are other evaluations in the
formula, the message attribute data for the next evaluation in
the comparison are extracted (step 80), and the method pro-
ceeds to a corresponding comparison (step 66). If the evalu-
ation is the last evaluation, the e-mail relay 46 determines
whether the score is below the borderline threshold level (step
76). If the comparison score is below the borderline threshold
level, the message is reported as clean (step 78). If the com-
parison score is not below the borderline threshold level, the
message is reported as delay processing (step 82).

The database 37 used to store SPAM policy data is orga-
nized so as to facilitate an efficient processing of incoming
messages. In one embodiment, the database 37 is a relational
database such as an Oracle or SQL server. A relational data-
base allows for efficient retrieval of information by employ-
ing appropriate indexing, as is known in the art. In one
embodiment, each record in the database corresponds to a
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known SPAM attribute data. The attribute data is preferably
stored as a Character Large Object or as a Binary Large
Object in the record, as in known in the art.

Attributed data derived from processing a message identi-
fied as SPAM is stored in the database 37. In one embodiment,
a hash computation result based on the message body, or
portions of the message body, is stored in the database 37 as
an attribute of a known SPAM message. The hash result is
provided by employing known techniques for generating a
hash value from a text collection. This hash value is used by
the e-mail relay 46 to quickly determine a match likelihood
between a received message body text and a known SPAM
has attribute value. Other attributes derived from the SPAM
messages include URLs found in the message body. These
URLs can be stored in a URL table for efficient retrieval and
updating. Finally, in one embodiment, a sorted list of e-mail
recipients derived from SPAM messages is used to provide
for an efficient way of determining when an incoming mes-
sage includes the same recipient list attribute as a SPAM
message. In another embodiment, SPAM message body text
is stored in a database of a Full Text Retrieval System to
facilitate efficient searching of textual content in the SPAM
message body. In another embodiment, the message body text
is matched against a list of regular expressions which describe
phrases or words characteristic to SPAM messages.

The delayed processing method of the invention is prefer-
ably implemented by the e-mail relay 46 acting as an inter-
mediate or final node for a store and forward email protocol,
sometimes referred to as a Mail Transfer Agent (MTA) in the
art. As discussed above, a policy manager is associated with
the e-mail relay 46 to apply one or more processing actions on
e-mail messages, both incoming and previously detained
messages, based on one or more conditions. The e-mail relay
preferably includes an update service module, which is
adapted to update the data or code in the SPAM policy data-
base 37, in accordance with the method of FIG. 4. As is shown
in FIG. 4, in one embodiment, this updated data or code is
provided from an external third party. In another embodi-
ment, the updated data or code is provided from an internal
program associated with the same enterprise as the e-mail
relay. In some embodiments, the e-mail relay further includes
a delay processing manager module which is adapted to ini-
tiate policy manager processing of a previously developed
e-mail message by reference to temporal or event driven
variables.

The policy manager makes processing decisions based on
an attribute set that is selected so as to most effectively detect
SPAM e-mail messages, as applicable to the protected enter-
prise. In some embodiments, the policy manager refers to the
email sender, such as by querying a local or remote sender
directory. In other embodiments, the policy manager refers to
the email recipient, such as by querying a local or remote
recipient directory. In yet other embodiments, the policy man-
ager refers to the email headers, including the subject. Other
attributes of the e-mail message that the policy manager refers
to include textual content in the email body (including the
presence of keywords or regular expressions), email file size,
format ofthe email body (including the presence of an HTML
format), HTML construct (it HTML format is present), URL
in the email body and/or attachments, the number, size, type,
and name of an attachment, the textual or binary content of an
attachment, presence and validity of a digital signature on the
email or attachments, whether the email follows the standard
format, hash of a portion or entire email and comparison of
the hash against a database, presence of virus or malicious
code in the email, time of day, day of week, and other calendar
information, whether the email has been previously delayed,
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time e-mail has been delayed, if the email has been delayed,
the IP or domain of the sending MTA queried to a local or
remote database, the transport protocol session (such as enve-
lope sender and recipient). In another embodiment, the mes-
sage and its attachments are examined to detect binary pattern
characteristic of malicious code or virus.

In another embodiment, the condition and action associa-
tion may be different for some or all of the recipients. The
action are taken in combination with modifying some aspects
of the email including but not limited to subject, headers,
body and/or attachments. The modification may be done on
copies of the email in case the policy manager configuration
requires different modifications for different users. In one
embodiment, the modification of the email consists of remov-
ing virus or malicious code that may be present in the email
and/or attachments. The association between condition and
action is configurable by an administrator. The association
between condition and action may be dependent on, and
configurable by, the recipient of the email.

The update service download policy data or code updates
are preferably from one or more servers based on timing
intervals, automatic notifications by a third party, or a manual
request by an administrator. The download operation is pref-
erably under FTP or HTTP protocols. The detention area
manager makes the decision to resubmit an email in the
detention area to the policy manager based on one or more
conditions, including time since in detention, time in deten-
tion as a function of the current time, the fact that the policy
manager has been updated since the email was put in deten-
tion area, or current time (date, day of the week, etc).

In one evaluation, the sender address of the incoming
e-mail message is compared to sender addresses of SPAM
messages from the SPAM database. It is common for SPAM
messages to include a false sender address. However, the
same false address is often repeatedly used. Accordingly, a
sender address match increases the likelihood that the incom-
ing e-mail message is SPAM. To efficiently match sender
addresses, the SPAM policy database 37 stores an index for
the sender fields of records in the database. As may be appre-
ciated, when a message has been delayed, this evaluation is
highly effective since any given mass sending of SPAM is
likely to include the same sender address, which is then
updated in the SPAM policy database 37, by a third party
detection that a message is SPAM.

In another evaluation, the e-mail relay 46 determines
whether the incoming message recipient or recipient list cor-
responds to a recipient or a recipient list of a SPAM message.
E-mail messages that have only one recipient in the recipient
field, while the recipient is not associated with the receiving
enterprise, are sometimes indicative of a SPAM messages.
When an incoming e-mail message includes such a single
recipient, who is foreign to the enterprise, the recipient field
of records in the SPAM database is searched. A match of an
unknown recipient to an unknown recipient in the SPAM
policy database 37 increases the likelihood that the incoming
e-mail message is SPAM. A recipient list included in the
incoming e-mail message is compared to recipient lists in
records of the SPAM database 37. A match of recipient list to
a recipient list of a known SPAM message increases the
likelihood that the incoming message is SPAM. To efficiently
match recipient lists, the recipients lists in SPAM messages
are sorted to allow for fast match detection.

In another evaluation, the subject filed of an incoming
e-mail is compared to the subject field of records in the SPAM
database 37. A match of the subject field of an incoming
message with the subject field of a record in the SPAM data-
base 37 increases the likelihood that the incoming e-mail
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message is SPAM. The SPAM database 37 preferably stores
an index based on the subject field to facilitate efficient
searching of the records for subject field matches. SPAM
messages often include a subject, which has a variable end
portion to prevent exact matching by filter programs. Accord-
ingly, in another embodiment, the evaluation discussed above
can be further refined to compare only a predefined number of
characters from the subject field or provide a comparison
result, which is proportional to the number of matching char-
acters from the subject field.

In yet another evaluation, the body of the incoming mes-
sage is compared to the body of messages in the SPAM
database 37. In one embodiment, a hash value is calculated
from the incoming e-mail message body. The hash value is
compared to hash values computed from body text of mes-
sages in the SPAM database 37. A match of the hash value
from the incoming message body to the hash value from a
record in the SPAM database 37 significantly increases the
likelihood that the incoming message is SPAM. In another
embodiment, in response to the hash value match, the e-mail
relay initiates a more detailed comparison of the incoming
e-mail message to SPAM messages in the database 37. In yet
another embodiment, the e-mail relay 37 searches for com-
plete sentences and paragraph, which are identified as repeat-
ing in SPAM messages. In this embodiment, a Full Text
Retrieval database is preferably employed to search for
phrases and keywords to provide a match score.

In another evaluation, any Uniform Resource Locator
(URL) included in an incoming message is compared to
URLs contained records of the SPAM database 37. The URLs
can appear in the message body or in a corresponding Hyper
Text Markup Language (HTML) tag, for HTML formatted
messages. The URLs extracted from incoming messages are
searched for in the SPAM database 37. An increased number
of URL matches with those stored in the SPAM database 37
increases the likelihood that the incoming e-mail message is
SPAM. In another embodiment, the HTML structure is exam-
ined for patterns characteristic of SPAM messages such as
attempt to conceal the textual content by creative use of
HTML tags.

Finally, in a related determination, the identity of the Inter-
net Protocol (IP) address or internet domain from which a
SPAM message was received is compared to the IP address or
internet domains for the incoming message. The IP address or
internet domain of the sending relay is generally not enough
on its own to indicate that a message is likely SPAM. How-
ever, a match of IP address or internet domain would enhance
a finding of likely SPAM by reference to other evaluations.

As may be appreciated, the overall comparison match
score, or level, is set by reference to a combination of one or
more of the above discussed evaluations. In one embodiment,
the overall SPAM likelihood is determined by assigning a
weight to each evaluation and combining all weighed scores
to arrive at the overall score. In some embodiments, only
some of the evaluations are employed. In other embodiments,
the evaluations are sequentially applied and are discontinued
in response to an accumulated evaluation exceeding a thresh-
old level, as is illustrated in FIG. 3. Thus, other optimization
of'the comparison score computation can be performed with-
out departing from the teachings of the invention.

FIG. 4 illustrates a method for updating the SPAM policy
database 37 for use with an e-mail relay 46 in accordance with
the invention. The illustrated method assumes that the end
users are trusted to make appropriate determinations in
reporting messages as SPAM. The primary source for SPAM
policy updates is associated third parties (Step 93). Such third
parties include enterprises that have agreed to cooperate with
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the protected enterprise, a pay-for-update service, a govern-
ment source, and a free public service.

Another stream for channeling SPAM message attributes
to the database is by end users forwarding messages recog-
nized as SPAM to a special e-mail address associated with the
e-mail relay. For example, users identifying a message as
SPAM will forward the message to spam@enterprise.com
(steps 83, 84). In another embodiment, several categories of
SPAM are created by providing a plurality of forwarding
addresses such as spam-casino@enterprise.com and spam-
porn@enterprise.com-. When the e-mail relay receives for-
warded messages to the special email addresses, the e-mail
relay preferably processes the SPAM messages, as discussed
above with reference to the organization of the SPAM policy
database 37, to provide SPAM attribute records for compari-
son to attributes of incoming e-mail messages. In one
embodiment, the e-mail messages are optionally quarantined
for review by an administrator, when the administrator does
not wish to rely solely on the users’ characterization of for-
warded e-mail messages.

An additional method for channeling SPAM message
attributes to the database 37 is by the e-mail relay 46 adding
a special URL to incoming messages, which allows users to
report the e-mail message as SPAM by selecting the URL. In
one embodiment, the URL is unique to the message so as to
allow the e-mail relay 46 to identify the message (step 86).
The message is preferably stored in the message store of the
e-mail relay 38 (step 87). This temporary storage is preferably
indexed by an identifier that is included in the URL, which
was added to the e-mail message. In one embodiment, the
e-mail relay 46 provides an HTTP server to receive URL
submissions from users. In response to the HTTP server
receiving a URL, (step 88) the e-mail relay 46 retrieves the
message from the store 38 by reference to the URL, and adds
the message attributes to the SPAM policy database 37 by
appropriate processing. In one embodiment, the HTTP server
returns an HTTP page to the user to express gratitude for the
user’s submission of SPAM. In another embodiment, the
HTTP server prompts the user for further information about
the message before adding the message attributes policy to
the SPAM database 37 (step 89). For example, the user may
be prompted to classify the SPAM message according to one
of several pre-established categories. The e-mail relay 46
updates the SPAM database 37 with the data from the mes-
sage (step 90). In another embodiment, the URL or portion of
URL such as host name or domain name is retrieved from a
third party update service.

Incoming messages having a comparison score that is
within the threshold range, are processes by interaction with
anintended recipient or an administrator. In one embodiment,
when an incoming message is determined to be borderline,
i.e., not clearly SPAM, the e-mail relay 46 sends a special
e-mail message to the intended recipient to indicate that an
intended message has been quarantined. The special e-mail
message preferably contains a URL for initiating a retrieval
session with the HTTP server of the e-mail relay 46. During
the retrieval session, the recipient is provided certain infor-
mation regarding the incoming e-mail, such as sender, sub-
ject, and portions of the message body. The recipient is also
provided with a form that includes controls to specify whether
the message is SPAM. The e-mail relay 46 responds to the
user selections to either deliver the message or add the mes-
sage data to the SPAM policy database 37.

It may be appreciated that a message may be reported as
SPAM several times by the same or different recipients. In
one embodiment, SPAM database records include a field for
a submission count, corresponding to each SPAM message.
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The submission count is preferably used as part of the com-
parison formula to add weight to certain evaluations. For
example, when a subject match is fora SPAM attribute record
with a high submission count, the subject match result should
have an increased weight since the message is very likely to
be arepeat of the SPAM message (as were the previous repeat
submissions). Accordingly, the system of the invention
employs attributes in addition to those inherent in the SPAM
message itself to detect incoming SPAM. For example,
another external attribute is the time of transmission (day,
hour), which can indicate an increased likelihood of a positive
comparison for partial matches and other borderline compari-
sons.

In another embodiment, the first e-mail relay 46 cooperated
with the second e-mail relay 36 to share data from the SPAM
policy database 37, 45. Accordingly, the first e-mail relay 46
and the second e-mail relay 36 exchange data so as to syn-
chronize the SPAM data stored in each of the local SPAM
policy databases 37, 45. As may be appreciated, the exchange
of'data allows for a recently operational e-mail relay to benefit
from the data gathered by another previously operating e-mail
relay. The sharing of SPAM data allows for increased detec-
tion of SPAM messages such as when the first e-mail relay
provides SPAM data to the second e-mail relay prior to the
corresponding SPAM messages arriving at the second e-mail
relay, thereby allowing the second e-mail relay to intercept
the corresponding SPAM messages by employing the shared
data. Preferably, the exchange of SPAM data between e-mail
relays is part of an agreement between entities to share efforts
in preventing the reception of SPAM. In another embodiment,
the exchange of SPAM data is by e-mail relays associated
with a single organization or set of related organizations, such
as affiliated companies.

In an alternate embodiment, the SPAM policy database is a
central database, which is shared by several e-mail relays. In
one embodiment, each e-mail relay employs a comparison
and evaluations, which are configured by the local adminis-
trator. In another embodiment, the comparison and evalua-
tions are stored in the central SPAM policy database and are
employed by all e-mail relays sharing the database. The
SPAM data is preferably provided to the database by the
e-mail relays forwarding SPAM messages for processing by
the database. In one embodiment, the e-mail relays serve as an
intermediary between end users in facilitating the method for
collecting SPAM attributes, discussed with reference to FIG.
4. In another embodiment, the e-mail relays perform some
preprocessing before providing the SPAM messages to the
central database. In one form, such preprocessing is by
extracting data from the SPAM message and forming a record
that is ready for insertion into the database. As may be appre-
ciated, various other configurations and divisions of labor are
possible in facilitating the sharing of a central database by
e-mail relays operating in accordance with the invention.

While the present discussion refers to an email filtering
relay, it should be clear that the invention is applicable to any
system which moves electronic data from source to destina-
tion in a store and forward fashion. The nature and content of
the electronic data moved is also not essential to the teachings
of the invention.

Furthermore, although the present invention was discussed
in terms of certain preferred embodiments, the invention is
not limited to such embodiments. As may be appreciated, the
delayed inspection method of the invention is applicable to a
general application of email message policy to incoming or
outgoing messages. For example, the present method is appli-
cable to a policy for detecting virus programs in messages and
other malicious code. Furthermore, a person of ordinary skill

10

20

25

40

45

55

65

14

in the art will appreciate that numerous variations and com-
binations of the features set forth above can be utilized with-
out departing from the present invention as set forth in the
claims. Thus, the scope of the invention should not be limited
by the preceding description but should be ascertained by
reference to claims that follow.

What is claimed is:

1. A method for controlling transmission of messages in a
data communication network, the method comprising:

using a store and forward relay implemented as pro-

grammed computer hardware to receive messages
intended for respective recipients thereof;

selecting computer readable formulations of comparisons

to apply to the received messages, wherein a selected
comparison applied to a message is based on one or more
attributes of the message, and a first comparison selected
for a first message is different from a second comparison
selected for a second message;

delaying delivery of at least some of the received messages,

the delay being based on whether a comparison score
associated with a received message is beyond a thresh-
old; and

after a delay period, applying a filtering policy to the

delayed messages and based on one or more results
thereof delivering at least one, but not another, of the
delayed messages to its intended recipient, wherein the
applying of the filtering policy to a delayed message is
triggered by a download to the store and forward relay of
new executable code to update one or more computer
readable formulations of comparisons.

2. The method of claim 1, further comprising:

Identifying the first comparison for evaluating by reference

to the first message;

identifying at least one evaluation associated with the first

comparison;

for each evaluation associated with the first comparison:

extracting data from the first message in accordance
with parameters associated with the identified evalu-
ation;

executing the evaluation for the extracted data by com-
paring the extracted data to data from an unsolicited
bulk e-mail database;

determining a new comparison score based on the
executed evaluation; and

determining that the first message is unsolicited bulk
e-mail if the new comparison score is beyond the
threshold.

3. The method of claim 1, wherein the relay is configured to
take action based on the filtering policy and wherein the
action taken includes one or more actions selected from a
group consisting of:

delay delivery of the received message;

deliver the received message normally;

return the received message to sender;

send a copy or blind copy of the received message to an

additional recipient;

forward the received message; and

delete the received message, and
wherein the delay delivery action, when performed, includes
one or more additional actions selected from a group consist-
ing of:

move the received message to an area for review by an

administrator;

move the received message to an area for future review by

an external user;

move the received message to an area for future review by

a recipient;
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save a copy of the received message; and

move the received message to a delayed delivery area.

4. The method of claim 1,

wherein the filtering policy applied to the first message is
different from the first comparison applied to the first
message.

5. The method of claim 1,

wherein the filtering policy is an updated version of the first
comparison applied to the first message.

6. The method of claim 1, further including:

determining whether it is time to process the delayed mes-
sages;

when it is determined to be time to process the delayed
messages, ending the delay period;

when it is determined to not be the time to process the
delayed messages:
waiting for a period of time; and
after the period of time, re-determining whether it is time

to process the delayed messages.

7. The method of claim 1, wherein the filtering policy is a
subsequent application of the first comparison based on the
updated executable code and updated data.

8. The method of claim 1, wherein the first comparison is
based on a first set of evaluations and the second comparison
is based on a second set of evaluations, and wherein the first
set of evaluations is different from the second set of evalua-
tions.

9. The method of claim 1, wherein said relay is an email
relay applying e-mail filtering policies to the received mes-
sages.

10. The method of claim 1, wherein said relay is acting as
an intermediate node for a store and forward email protocol.

11. The method of claim 1, wherein said relay is acting as
a final node for a store and forward email protocol.

12. The method of claim 1, wherein the relay comprises
components which are distributed across several physical
computers but act logically as a single system.

13. An apparatus comprising:

a detention store;

a store and forward relay interposable in a message deliv-
ery path and implemented as computer hardware con-
figurable to receive messages intended for respective
recipients thereof; and

the relay further configurable to (i) select computer read-
able formulations of comparisons to apply to the
received messages, wherein a selected comparison
applied to a message is based on one or more attributes
of'the message, and a first comparison selected for a first
message is different from a second comparison selected
for a second message, (ii) delay delivery of at least some
of the received messages, wherein the delay is based on
whether a comparison score associated with a received
message is beyond a threshold, and (iii) after a delay
period during which the delayed messages are held in

15

20

25

30

35

40

45

50

16

the detention store, apply a filtering policy to the delayed
messages and based on one or more results thereof
deliver at least one, but not another, of the delayed mes-
sages to its intended recipient, wherein the application of
the filtering policy to a delayed message is triggered by
adownload to the store and forward relay of new execut-
able-code to update one or more computer readable for-
mulations of comparisons.

14. The apparatus of claim 13, wherein the relay applies the
first comparison to the first message, and wherein application
of the first comparison to the first message:

identifying the first comparison for evaluating by reference

to the first message;

identifying at least one evaluation associated with the first

comparison;

for each evaluation associated with the first comparison:

extracting data from the first message in accordance
with parameters associated with the identified evalu-
ation;

executing the evaluation for the extracted data by com-
paring the extracted data to data from an unsolicited
bulk e-mail database;

determining a new comparison score based on the
executed evaluation; and

determining that the first message is unsolicited bulk
e-mail if the new comparison score is beyond the
threshold.

15. The apparatus of claim 13, wherein the relay is config-
urable to take action based on the filtering policy and wherein
the action includes one or more actions selected from a group
that includes:

the delivery delay;

delivery of the received message normally;

return of the received message to sender;

sending a copy or blind copy of the received message to an

additional recipient; and

deleting the received message.

16. The apparatus of claim 13, wherein the delivery delay,
when performed, includes moving the received message to an
area for review by an administrator.

17. The apparatus of claim 13, wherein the delivery delay,
when performed, includes moving the received message to an
area for future review by an external user.

18. The apparatus of claim 13, wherein the delivery delay,
when performed, includes moving the received message to an
area for future review by a recipient.

19. The apparatus of claim 13,

wherein the filtering policy is an updated version of the first

comparison applied to the first message.

20. The apparatus of claim 13, wherein the filtering policy
is a subsequent application of the first comparison based on
the updated executable code and updated data.
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